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 FOREWARD 
 
 
Our public involvement program for the Everglades restoration study began with ten public 
workshops. Our purpose was to engage the public’s imagination in looking forward.  We were at 
the beginning of the study and needed their help, their ideas, their guidance.  What did they think 
were the significant resources in their region?  What did they believe were the problems and 
opportunities in south Florida?  Could they tell us what successful restoration would look like?  
 
The local press made sure everyone knew our meetings were coming, and we expected several 
hundred people at any given workshop.  We knew they would have strong opinions, and they 
would not be unanimous.  We would hear from agriculture, the urban east coast, and 
environmentalists.  And many people would be emotional, already feeling threatened and angry. 
 
We quickly realized that a traditional public hearing format wouldn’t work in this situation.  We 
needed an approach that would both provide us useful information and minimize confrontations 
that could derail the meeting.  Whatever we did had to be successful with very large groups.  The 
logistical problems and costs of  ten sessions encouraged us to find a modest, friendly approach 
that would minimize complications.  Out of these needs came the large group response exercise. 
 
At the first workshop, we were amazed when people filled-in their response sheets and lined up 
for the wall walk.  At the second workshop, responses often turned hostile, but people still 
participated.  At the third and fourth workshops, many people were too emotional and the 
exercises were scrapped.  But by the fifth workshop, and through the remaining sessions, various 
public interests realized that we were seriously trying to get their input, and participation in the 
large group response exercise was the way to get their concerns and ideas into our study process.  
And when, during the final workshop, several members of the audience suggested that we skip 
the large group response exercise and move directly to hearing public comments, others 
objected: 
 

"At the other meetings, the Army Corps took control and conducted the meeting in a very 
professional and systematic type method so that all of the aspects of the study were 
heard.  Why don't we do the same thing here?" 

 
After debate about the value of the exercise, the meeting proceeded as scheduled with the 
participants’ strong support.  In the Everglades reconnaissance study, the large group response 
exercise provided us with a basis, informed by public views, for defining our study’s initial 
objectives and constraints.  It was different and engaging, and it worked. 
 
 
 

Stu Appelbaum 
Chief, Ecosystem Restoration Section 
Jacksonville District, U.S. Army Corps of  Engineers 
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SUMMARY 
LARGE GROUP RESPONSE EXERCISE 

  
 
The large group response exercise is a technique for public involvement.  It is a step-by-step way 
to quickly elicit, display and summarize responses of a large group of people to a set of 
questions.  The exercise has been successfully used in public meetings and conferences with 
groups of up to several hundred people. 
 
Step-By-Step Process 
 
The heart of the large group response exercise is a set of questions related to the purpose or 
theme of the meeting.  Typically, three questions are used.  The questions should be carefully 
framed before the exercise.  Questions from a recent exercise were: 
 

1.  What are the significant resources in the study area? 
2.  What are the problems and opportunities in the study area ecosystem? 
3.  How would you recognize successful ecosystem restoration in the study area? 

 
Other pre-exercise activities include: identifying a manager, moderator, support team and 
participants; developing a schedule; identifying and visiting the site; preparing a response sheet 
for recording answers; preparing a moderator's script and visual aids for the exercise 
presentation; and assembling other materials and supplies. 
 
Several set-up tasks are required just before conducting an exercise.  First, a response form and 
pencil or pen are placed at each participant’s seating area.  Second, banks of flip charts on stands 
are assembled and stationed around the meeting room, with one bank of charts dedicated to each 
of the selected questions.  Each bank is usually three or more charts wide, and forms a "wall" of 
paper.  Several marking pens and a collection box (for completed response sheets) are placed at 
each wall. 
 
Once set-up, the activities involved in conducting a large group response exercise are: 
 
Step 1 - Questions and Responses.  The moderator introduces the exercise, explaining its 
purpose and the procedure to be followed.  The moderator explains the first question, and then 
allows participants three minutes to write all of their responses in the first block of the response 
sheet.  This question-and-response format is repeated for the remaining questions. 
 
Step 2 - Most Important Responses.  The moderator provides participants with a final three 
minutes to individually review their responses, and to select and mark their "most important" 
response to each question. 
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Step 3 - Wall Walk.  Participants visit each of the flip chart walls of paper to display their most 
important responses.  Each wall is attended by a member of the support team who helps 
participants, moves completed sheets of paper to nearby walls, and summarizes responses.  
When all of the participants have displayed their most important responses, the moderator visits 
each wall, reviews the responses with the support team, and notes a few key points that 
summarize the results. 
 
Step 4 - Summary, Report and Discussion.  When the participants have reassembled, the 
moderator presents the summary of the responses to each of the questions.  Participants may 
wish to discuss the results. 
 
Further analysis and use of responses after the exercise can range from simply reading the 
response sheets to be fully informed about participants' ideas, to key word and content analyses 
of the responses. 
 
 
Resources 
 
The four exercise steps conducted during a meeting can be completed in about 45-90 minutes. 
 
Materials and supplies needed to conduct a large group response exercise usually include: flip 
charts (pads of paper and stands), markers, tape (or pins), response sheets, pencils or pens, and 
signs.  Other materials can be used to fit special exercise needs.  The exercise meeting room 
should have writing surfaces (tables, or participants' pads, books, etc.), wall space suitable for the 
display of completed flip chart pages, and adequate space for circulation during the wall walk. 
 
 
Benefits 
 
The large group response technique is: 
 

•  Quick.  An exercise can be completed and results are known in about one hour.  
•  Inexpensive.  Costs can be limited to flip charts and work sheets; expenses for separate 

break-out rooms and small group facilitators and recorders are minimized or eliminated. 
•  Easy.  The steps are straightforward; equipment and materials are familiar, readily 

available, and not readily flawed. 
•  Participatory.  The exercise gives all participants an equal chance to be heard.  More 

people may participate in the exercise than in a traditional hearing-type meeting. 
•  Documented.  Results are immediately self-recorded on response sheets, flip chart 

pages, and summary notes. 
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 1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 
What Is The Large Group Response Exercise? 
 
The large group response exercise is a technique for public involvement.  It is a step-by-step way 
to quickly elicit, display and summarize responses of a large group of people to a set of 
questions.  The exercise has been successfully used in public meetings and conferences with 
groups of up to several hundred people.  This handbook provides instructions for conducting an 
exercise. 
 
The large group response exercise is conducted in four steps: 
 

Step 1 - Questions and responses, when participants write responses to a set of 
questions. 
 

Step 2 - Most important responses, when participants select their most important 
response to each question. 
 

Step 3 - Wall walk, when participants display their “most important” responses. 
 

Step 4 - Summary, report and discussion, when participants consider the results on 
each question. 
 
The exercise process was developed during the initial work on the Corps’ Central and Southern 
Florida Comprehensive Review Study for restoration of the Florida Everglades.  The process was 
adapted in part from two other meeting techniques with which the Review Study team members 
had experience.  The nominal group technique (Delbecq et al 1986) was the basis for the opening 
steps of posing a question and silent generation of ideas by individuals.  The wall walk display 
process was drawn from practices developed by the Corps’ Fusion Center, where a variety of 
large display techniques were used to exchange and discuss ideas within and among small groups 
(Devries 1994). 
 
 
Why Use It? 
 
If you’re thinking about conducting a meeting involving a large number of people, and you want 
to know what they think about some specific topics, then consider the following about the large 
group response exercise: 
 
The exercise allows you to take advantage of an audience’s collected years of knowledge and 
experience - usually measured in centuries - for about an hour to focus on a well-  
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People appreciate being asked. 
 
 
focus so defined set of questions.  There are few such opportunities when you can 
much thought from so many people in such a quick and simple manner. 
 
As its name is intended to convey, the large group response exercise maintains a large group as a 
whole group.  There is no need to break into smaller groups, and the exercise will, therefore, 
usually yield savings over small group approaches.  You’ll save dollar costs by reducing the 
numbers of staff involved and rooms needed for the meeting.  You’ll also save the time needed 
for making many small group reports and reaching consensus among many small groups. 
 
The steps in conducting a large group response exercise are straightforward.  The equipment and 
material used are familiar, low-tech, readily available, and not easily flawed.  People can conduct 
and participate in an exercise with little instruction.  Within an hour or so, an exercise can be 
complete. 
 
Compared to the traditional meeting approach with open comment and discussion, the large 
group response exercise will not create an adversarial situation among participants.  The exercise 
will give you results that are structured and focused on what you want to know rather than only 
what people want to tell you.  It is, however, important to provide a period in the meeting for 
open comment and discussion because people usually want an opportunity to discuss their 
concerns and ask questions.  The exercise results may bring some structure to general public 
comments, and will give you at least a sense of a broader slice of participants’ views over what a 
more traditional public meeting would provide. 
 
 

At the National Watershed Coalition 
Conference, the large group response 
Exercise was used to focus: 

• 60 centuries of participants’ 
experience for 

• 60 minutes on 
• 3 questions 

 
 
The openness and visibility of the exercise process builds credibility among participants.  
Everyone is given the same instructions and accomplishes the same task at the same time.  While 
the moderator controls the meeting process, they do not control the results.  The results are 
neither hidden nor changed, and are immediately plain for all to see at the same time. 
 
The results of a large group response exercise are immediately self-recorded during the meeting 
in the response sheets, flip chart pages, and summary notes.  People will leave knowing “This is 
how I think, and this is how the other participants’ think” about the meeting topics.  Follow-up 
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reporting can be as simple as assembling the materials from the meeting, or more complex based 
on analyses of results. 
 
The large group response exercise is not an end in itself, but is intended to produce a product - a 
list of results - that you can use.  The process may be fun; its purpose is serious. 
 
When and Where to Use It? 
 
You can use the large group response exercise as a meeting technique to elicit specific 
information from a large group of people. 
 
This is a process to “ask and  
listen”, NOT to “tell and react”. 
 
A traditional public hearing format, with opportunities for people to make oral statements and 
engage in questions and answers with the meeting’s sponsor, will provide you with information.  
But a traditional format is not necessarily intended to produce any specific information even if it 
otherwise provides a very useful way for people to express their views on any number of 
subjects.  The large group response exercise will help focus public input through people’s 
responses to specific questions.  The exercise should greatly improve your chances of quickly 
getting a useful product - people’s views on specific topics - out of a meeting. 
 
The type of information you can develop will vary among situations.  In the watershed and water 
resources planning business, the large group response exercise can be an effective tool for 
discovering the public’s views during at least three stages of planning: 
 

•  When you’re identifying the range of problems and opportunities that may be 
investigated. 
 

•  When you’re developing ideas about alternative plans and projects that could be 
implemented. 
 

•  When you’re evaluating the benefits and costs, the pros and cons, and the outputs and 
impacts of alternatives. 
 
The exercise is also useful when you expect a large number of people to attend a meeting.  Why 
may a lot of people show up?  Perhaps the subject matter is controversial, or the meeting is an 
infrequent or unique event concerning a popular topic; it really doesn’t matter.  What matters is 
that the expected audience will be large.  How big is large?  There’s no magic number for using 
the large group response exercise, but a good rule of thumb is that 50 or more people constitutes 
a large group.  The exercise has worked satisfactorily with smaller groups, but interaction within 
a small group seems to lack the dramatic momentum that the exercise can bring to a large 
number of people.  As the name suggests, this technique works for a large group of people, and it 
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maintains the integrity and dynamics of a single large group.  Experience to date suggests - the 
more people, the better. 
 
While the large group response exercise can help you conduct a productive and successful 
meeting, it should usually not be the sole event in any meeting.  Past exercises have been integral 
parts of other meetings, including professional conferences and public meetings.  During the 
Everglades public meetings, the exercise was conducted as the second in a four-part meeting 
which included a traditional closing session for public statements (see Appendix A1 for a 
description of the meeting agenda).  In most cases, while  you can expect that people will 
participate in the exercise, some participants will expect an opportunity to address the group and 
say what they came to say.  Therefore, an exercise should be followed with a period for general 
public comment and discussion if it is part of a public meeting. 
 
Three Case Studies 
 
This handbook distills the authors’ experiences in conducting the large group response exercise 
at primarily three sets of meetings: the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ early public workshops 
on restoration of the Florida Everglades, the National Watershed Coalition’s Fourth National 
Watershed Conference, and the Watershed ‘96 conference.  If you’re interested in the lessons 
drawn from these experiences, read the next three chapters of this handbook.  If you want to 
know how the exercises really happened, read the appendixes to learn more about: 
 

•  Everglades Public Workshops.  In December 1994, the Corps’ Jacksonville District 
conducted ten public workshops across south Florida.  The workshops were the first of three 
rounds of public meetings conducted during the initial reconnaissance study of the Central and 
Southern Florida Project Comprehensive Review Study.  The study focused on restoration of the 
Everglades ecosystem, maintaining public water supplies, and related water resource needs.  The 
large group response exercise was used in seven of the ten workshops to identify public views 
about significant resources, problems and opportunities, and successful restoration Everglades 
workshop exercises are described in Appendices A1, A2 and A3 (Everman 1993, Sanders and 
Orth 1994, and USACE 1994). 
 

•  National Watershed Coalition Conference.  The Fourth National Watershed 
Conference was held in Charleston, West Virginia in May 1995.  Its theme was “Opening the 
Toolbox: Strategies for Successful Watershed Management”.  About 440 people attended, 
representing local, State, Tribal, regional and Federal watershed, floodplain and natural resources 
program managers and project sponsors.  The Coalition included a large group response exercise 
in the conference to provide direction from conference participants for finding common ground 
for an integrated national watershed management program.  The Coalition conference exercise is 
described in Appendix B (Orth 1995). 
 

•  Watershed ‘96.  With the theme of “Moving Ahead Together”, Watershed ‘96 was held 
in Baltimore, Maryland, in June 1996.  Its purpose was to share success stories, discuss 
challenges, and learn from others’ experiences in the business of watershed planning and 
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management.  The conference attracted about 1,800 people from Federal, State and local 
agencies, private sector interests, non-profit interest groups, and Native American tribes.  A large 
group response exercise was included in the conference’s plenary sessions primarily to 
demonstrate how the exercise works.  The Watershed ‘96 exercise is described in Appendix C.  
(Orth 1996). 
 
Table 1 profiles these and other meetings where the large group response exercise has been used. 
 
 
Organization of This Handbook 
 
This handbook is organized in five chapters and appendixes.  This first chapter defines what the 
large group response exercise is, and why, when and where you may want to use it.  Chapter 2 
explains what you should think through and do to prepare for an exercise, including scoping the 
exercise and the people, schedules, site, questions, and material that make up an exercise.  
Chapter 3 explains the activities of the four exercise steps.  Chapter 4 describes what can be done 
with the results from an exercise.  The final chapter presents some general points and advice 
drawn from the collected experience with several exercises. 
 
The appendixes document the process and results of the three case study exercises.  Appendix 
A1 is a paper about the first exercises conducted during the Everglades public workshops.  
Appendix A2 is an extract from the transcript of the Fort Lauderdale workshop covering the 
opening of the meeting and showing how an exercise actually proceeded.  Appendix A3 is an 
extract from the Everglades Reconnaissance Report showing how the exercise results were 
presented in a report.  Appendix B is a paper about the exercise conducted for the National 
Watershed Coalition’s fourth conference, and Appendix C is a paper about the Watershed ‘96 
conference exercise.  Appendix D is a composite list of sample questions developed during the 
planning of several exercises. 
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Table 1 - Large Group Response Exercises 
 
 

 
 MEETING 

 
SPONSOR 

 
 DATE 

 
ESTIMATED 
NUMBER OF 
EXERCISE 

PARTICIPANTS 
 
Central and Southern Florida 
Project Comprehensive 
Review Study, 7 locations in 
south Florida 

 
Jacksonville District 

 
7 exercises, 

6-20 December 1993 

 
45 minimum 

400 maximum 
1,280 total over 7 

exercises 
 
4th National Watershed 
Conference, Charleston WV 

 
National Watershed 

Coalition 

 
24 May 1995 

 
300 

 
54th Meeting of the Chief of 
Engineers Environmental 
Advisory Board, Reston VA 

 
Corps Headquarters 

 
13 March 1996 

 
70 

 
Watershed ‘96, Baltimore 
MD 

 
Water Environment 
Federation, USEPA, 

et al 

 
11-12 June 1996 

 
1,000 

 
Conference/Workshop on 
Small Watershed Project 
Operation, Maintenance and 
Replacement Concerns, 
Oklahoma City OK 

 
National Watershed 

Coalition 

 
22-25 September 1996 

 
 300 

 
Policy and Planning 
Conference, Baltimore MD 

 
Corps Headquarters 

 
3 June 1997 

 
70 

 
Restoration Forum for River 
Corridors and Wetlands, 
Springfield VA 

 
USEPA Headquarters 

 
23 September 1997 

 
150 

 
Continuing 
Authorities/Environmental 
Restoration Programs 
National Program Review, 
Portland OR 

 
Corps Headquarters 

 
6-8 April 1998 

 
100 
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2.  GETTING READY FOR THE EXERCISE 
 
Introduction 
 
A successful large group response exercise requires a modest level of thoughtful planning.  This 
chapter explains what you should think through and do to prepare for an exercise.  It begins by 
posing some initial scoping questions.  Then it describes the following parts which, when 
assembled, make up an exercise: 
 

•  People, including the exercise manager, moderator, support team, and participants; 
 

•  Schedule and site; 
 

•  Exercise questions, which are the heart of this approach; and, 
 

•  Materials, including a response sheet, presentation, and other materials and equipment. 
 
The checklist in Table 2 can help you prepare to be ready to go. 
 

Getting Ready Checklist: 
 

! scope exercise 
! manager 
! moderator 
! support team 
! participants 
! schedule 
! site 
! questions 
! response sheet 
! presentation 
! other materials and equipment 

 
 
Scope the Exercise 
 
Once you’ve decided to use the large group response exercise, plan how it will be carried out in 
the context of the overall meeting.  Several key assumptions and decisions that will guide the 
exercise’s development should be fleshed out in early planning, including: 
 

•  What’s the purpose of the exercise?  Is it to identify problems and opportunities; or to 
identify alternative solutions; or to evaluate different solutions; or for some other reason?  What 
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does the meeting’s sponsor want to get out of the exercise?  The purpose will determine the 
questions to be used. 
 

•  How much time do you have to prepare for the meeting?  It often takes more time than 
you expect to arrange for needed equipment, line up the right people, and, most importantly, 
mold a useful set of questions.  A good rule of thumb is to allow  two months to plan an exercise.  
You can, of course, prepare in much less time if necessary. 
 

•  How many people do you expect to participate in the exercise?  This estimate has 
direct implications for the amounts of materials needed, the size of the meeting room and the 
wall walk display area, the time needed to display the “most important” responses, and the time 
needed to summarize responses. 
 

•  Where will the exercise be conducted? 
 

•  How much time will be allotted to the exercise?  Will it occupy the entire meeting 
agenda, or will it be only one of a number of meeting activities? 
 

•  How many questions, and what general types of questions, should be used? 
 

•  Who are good candidates for moderator? 
 

•  Who will be on the support team to help set-up the exercise, monitor the wall walk 
and summarize the responses? 
 

•  Who will identify and select the site, prepare a presentation, secure the equipment and 
materials, and otherwise manage the exercise? 
 

•  Will the participants be given additional feedback on the results after the meeting?  If 
so, how and when? 
 

•  How will any exercise expenses be funded? 
 

Table 2 - Checklist 
 
EQUIPMENT AND SUPPLIES 
 
!  flip charts - full pads of paper mounted on an easel stands 

minimum = 1 flip chart for each question 
recommended = 1 flip chart for every 100 people for each question 

!  signs 
1 for each question, located at each set of flip charts 

!  collection boxes (optional) 
1 for each set of flip charts 
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!  markers 
minimum = 1 for each flip chart 
recommended = 3 for each flip chart 

!  tape 
minimum = 1 roll 
recommended = 1 roll for each set of flip charts 

!  pencils or pens 
1 for each participant 

 
MATERIALS 
 
!  questions 

minimum = 1 question 
recommended = 3 questions 

!  response sheets 
1 for each participant 

!  moderator’s presentation - script and visuals (optional).  Additional equipment, such as 
projector and an extension cord, may be needed depending on the selected method of 
presentation. 
 
ROOM CHARACTERISTICS AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
 
!  seating - Are there enough seats for the expected number of participants? 
!  writing surfaces - Is there an adequate writing surface at each participant’s seat? 
!  flip chart areas - Are there adequate areas to locate sets of flip charts? 
!  movement space - Is there adequate space for safe and easy movement around the room? 
!  tape on walls - Does the site allow you to tape paper to the room walls?  Will tape actually 
hold on the wall surface? 
!  environmental controls - Are the adequate controls for lighting, temperature and noise? 
!  public address - Will you need a public address system? 
!  refreshments - Will you serve refreshments during the wall walk?  If so, additional equipment 
and supplies will be needed. 
 
Identify Manager 
 
The large group response exercise will not run itself.  Someone needs to be in charge of 
recruiting people for the exercise tasks, making schedule and site arrangements, developing the 
questions and presentation, getting the equipment and materials together, and otherwise doing 
whatever is needed to make the exercise happen.  These are the duties of the exercise manager.  
If you’re reading this far into these instructions, that’s probably going to be you! 
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    The exercise manager may or may 
not be drawn from the agency or 
group sponsoring the exercise. 

 
 
Identify Moderator 
 
While the manager takes care of the nuts and bolts, the moderator is the leader with the job of 
guiding participants through the four-step exercise process.  The moderator’s tasks are to: 
introduce and explain the exercise, and pose the questions in Step 1; ask participants to identify 
their most important responses in Step 2; explain the wall walk in Step 3; and, finally, summarize 
the results and lead the discussion in Step 4. 
 
The moderator should be selected as early as possible to participate in exercise planning, 
including the preparation of any presentation and remarks that they may want to deliver.  The 
moderator need not be a distinguished orator, but modest public speaking and presentation skills 
are needed.  The case studies’ moderator’s  remarks included in Appendices B and C are samples 
that can be modified to assist most speakers. 
 
Most importantly, the moderator should have a stake in the exercise’s results, occupying a 
position to act on the participants’ ideas.  In most cases, this will mean that the moderator is a 
member of the agency or group sponsoring the meeting.  For example, the Everglades workshops 
were moderated by the Corps’ study manager (senior technical leader), and the National 
Watershed Coalition exercise was moderated by the Coalition’s Executive Director.  Leadership 
by a recognized stakeholder should build credibility and acceptability of the exercise and its 
results. 
 
One individual may be both the exercise manager and the moderator.  However, the exercise 
imposes enough duties and worries to generally warrant assigning the jobs to two individuals.  
First time exercises, and exercises involving very large numbers of participants or contentious 
issues, should always have a separate manager and moderator. 
 
You should also consider a candidate for a back-up moderator in the absence of the selected 
leader.  At the National Watershed Coalition conference, a second moderator was identified the 
day before the exercise when the original leader was unavoidably absent.  The moderator’s role 
is reasonably straightforward and should be relatively easy for an experienced person to assume 
without extensive preparation.  However, you may want to identify such a person early and ask 
them to be prepared to moderate if needed. 
 
Identify Support Team 
 
In addition to the moderator, you’ll also need the help of at least a few other people.  First, 
there’s the basic activities involved in setting up before, and cleaning up after, the meeting, 
including distributing and later collecting response sheets, assembling and later disassembling 
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flip charts, and so forth.  Second, at least one person should be stationed at each question’s paper 
“wall” during the Step 3 wall walk.   The duties of these wall monitors include providing 
participants with markers, removing filled flip chart pages and taping them to a nearby wall, 
keeping lines moving, and otherwise assisting participants.  Finally, during the final Step 4, at 
least one person must read the responses for each question and prepare a brief summary of what 
they reveal. 
 

The exercise moderator may 
be able to help you recruit 
support team members. 

  
As the exercise manager, you should be involved in all these activities.  The moderator should 
also at least be involved in reading the displayed responses and the questions’ summaries.  
Ideally, you’ll have the services of a few other people as well.  Because the Step 3 wall monitors 
will be reading the responses as they are written, they should also participate in developing their 
questions’ summaries to take advantage of their familiarity with the responses.  If a very large 
group - say over 200 people -  is participating in your exercise, you may want to recruit 
additional monitors to minimize the time it will take to prepare the summary.  
 
Although the support team’s duties are not difficult, members should meet two qualifications.  
First, they should understand the language likely to be used in participants’ responses.  This is 
more critical in speciality meetings, such as professional conferences or agency-related meetings, 
where responses may refer to specific programs or use acronyms that are not familiar to an 
outsider. An adequate knowledge of these is necessary to properly understand, interpret and 
summarize participants’ responses in Step 4.  Second, like the moderator, your support team 
should have a stake in the exercise results, and may best be recruited from the agency or group 
sponsoring the meeting. The Corps’ study team provided support during the Everglades 
meetings, and teams drawn from several participating agencies and groups assisted at the 
National Watershed Conference and Watershed ‘96. 
 
Identify Participants 
 
You will probably not know in advance exactly who, or how many people, will participate in the 
exercise.  However, you should spend some time thinking about the expected audience.  At a 
practical level, the number of people will influence the amount of materials needed, room size 
and exercise time.  In addition, the type of people expected may impose other requirements.  For 
example, is there likely to be a need for a signing interpreter for the hearing impaired, or an 
interpreter for a language other than English?  Will some participants need help writing 
responses to questions?  A group of professional experts may be more likely to bring their own 
pencils and pens than people attending a meeting open to the general public. 
 
At a broader level, you should also consider what the participants may expect when they walk 
into the meeting.  Some may be familiar with the conventional public hearing meeting format, 
and may expect an opportunity to express their views on subjects unrelated to the exercise 
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purpose or questions.  Blocs of special interest groups will probably come with such 
expectations.  Other participants may not expect the exercise’s workshop approach, or may view 
it as a “pop quiz”.   Identifying the range of the likely participants’ expectations should help you 
minimize misunderstandings and increase your chances for success. 
 
The three case studies show that the exercise has been successful with both general public and 
professional audiences.  Participants in the Everglades meetings included people from many 
backgrounds and walks of life, including interested homeowners, farm workers, young adults, 
business owners, environmental activists, and local politicians.  In other professional 
conferences, participants included generally specialized professionals representing public 
agencies, businesses and interest groups. 
 
The case studies and other experiences have also shown that the exercise works better with larger 
numbers of participants.  The minimum number of participants for using the large group 
response exercise is about fifty people, and a format of small groups will probably work just as 
well with fewer than fifty.  There is no maximum number of participants other than practical 
limits on the meeting site, materials and time.  About 400 people participated in one of the 
Everglades meetings and at the National Watershed Coalition Conference, and an estimated 
1,000 people participated in the Watershed ‘96 exercise.   
 
 
Develop Schedule 
 
Ideally, the large group response exercise should be scheduled to be completed in a single 
continuous block of time. In the Everglades workshops, the exercise was conducted in a 45-70 
minute period as the second part of a four-part meeting.  The typical exercise schedule during 
these meetings was: 
 

•  20 minutes for Step 1- Questions and Responses, including a 5 minute introduction. 
 
•  5 minutes for Step 2 - Most Important Responses. 

 
•  15-30 minutes for Step 3 - Wall Walk, depending on the number of, and interaction 

among, participants.  
 

•  5-15 minutes for Step 4 - Summary, depending on the nature of the discussion. 
 
If the meeting schedule is very tight or other factors preclude conducting the exercise as a single 
continuous activity, then it may be scheduled to fit the circumstances.  For example, at the 
National Watershed Coalition Conference, the exercise was scheduled over the course of a 
morning, with Steps 1, 2 and 3 separated from Step 4 by a plenary session.  At Watershed ‘96, 
the exercise was scheduled over a day and a half, with Steps 1 and 2 conducted during a morning 
plenary session, Step 3 stretched out over the remainder of the day, and Step 4 split between the 
evening (summarize responses) and the next day (report results). 
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While noncontinuous scheduling may lead to a better fit in an agenda, participation may suffer if 
participants loose the immediate interest generated by Steps 1 and 2.  When possible, the large 
group response exercise should be scheduled to be completed in a single session uninterrupted by 
other activities. 
 
Identify and Visit Site 
 
The site of the exercise should have writing surfaces for the participants, adequate floor space for 
circulation during the wall walk, and wall space suitable for the display of  “most important” 
responses.  
 
In some cases, such as professional meetings, you may expect many participants will bring a 
book, a pad of paper, or some other item that can be used as a writing surface, and the exercise 
site will not have to provide writing surfaces.  In other cases, such as meetings involving the 
general public, writing surfaces may be provided on meeting room tables, or on fixed or 
retractable desk-tops in some auditoriums and lecture halls.  
 
A room’s floor space and wall space are also important to consider in deciding whether a site 
will be adequate for your exercise.  The flip chart “walls” used during the Step 3 wall walk 
should be placed as far apart as possible to minimize circulation congestion during the wall walk 
and to reinforce the distinctions among the exercise questions.  Placing walls in separate corners 
of a room will usually meet this need.  In addition, the room walls around each flip chart wall 
should be empty and large enough to hold the number of flip charts pages likely to be produced 
during the wall walk.  In past exercises, participants have written an average of about 8 responses 
on each flip chart page.  If you expect 200 people to participate, they could produce 25 flip chart 
pages for each question, requiring a nearby room wall area of at least about 18 feet wide and 8 
feet high to display all the pages (8 pages wide by 3 pages high). 
 
For the Everglades public workshops, the site requirements were met by holding the meetings in 
school cafeterias equipped with tables in a familiar lunch-room arrangement.  The tables and 
chairs provided a less confrontational arrangement than the traditional auditorium-style set-up.  
The tables served as writing surfaces and also provided an opportunity for members of the study 
team to spread out maps and other material during discussion with small groups of people before 
and after the workshops.  Cafeterias also proved to be flexible and large enough so that all the 
exercise steps, including the wall walk, could be conducted in a single room.  Figure 1 shows a 
typical room arrangement for the exercises conducted during the Everglades workshops. 
 
The National Watershed Coalition Conference and Watershed ‘96 exercises were conducted in 
convention centers.  In both cases, Steps 1, 2 and 4 were completed in auditoriums, while the 
Step 3 wall walk was conducted in near-by open areas outside the auditoriums.  Participants used 
notebooks and similar materials as writing surfaces during Steps 1 and 2. 
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Once a meeting site is identified, it is very helpful to visit it for a step-by-step walk-though of the 
exercise.  At the site you can identify how the room will be arranged, where the moderator will 
stand, and where the paper walls can be set up.  Is the lighting adequate?  Will you need a public 
address system?  Are there enough seats for the expected number of attendees?  Is the room large 
enough to accommodate the Step 3 wall walk, or should the wall walk occur in another room?  
Does the site allow you to tape paper to the room walls; will tape actually hold on the wall 
surface?  An early site visit will help you answer these questions, and possibly modify the 
exercise or facilities before problems arise. 
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Prepare Questions 
 
The heart of the large group response exercise is a set of questions.  Each question is an indicator 
of an important point related to the sponsoring agency’s or group’s purpose for the meeting, and 
the questions should therefore reflect the meeting’s theme.  Table 3 lists the themes and related 
questions from the three case study exercises.  Ideally, each question will have a specific purpose 
for being asked.  For example, see the Everglades case study (Appendix A1, page 5) for a 
description of the reason behind each question used in the public meeting exercises. 
 
Questions should be developed by the sponsoring agency or group.  Table 3 also lists the groups 
that developed the questions in the three case studies.  In all three cases, the groups were both 
multiagency and interdisciplinary, and the questions were discussed during at least one of the 
group’s exercise planning sessions.  In the Everglades case study, the questions evolved over 
several months of debate (see Appendix A1, Table 3). 
 
Questions must be clear to ensure that you’ll get the type of information you intend.  They 
should be simply worded, brief, and specific, but not leading or threatening.  They may build a 
story, or be based on a strategy such as: 
 

•  A positive question -  “What’s going right with...?” 
•  A negative question - “What’s wrong with...? 
•  A future-looking question - “Ten years from now...?” 
 

Questions should be open rather than closed.  Open questions cannot be answered with “yes” or 
“no” or have a single answer.  They should allow for an open flow of information in the 
responses, inviting a true expression of opinion and feelings regardless of whether an person is 
favorable or unfavorable to a certain point of view (USACE 1998). 
 
Appendix D is a collection of questions developed for several exercises.  It may be a helpful 
reference when you begin to write questions for the information you need. 
 
Experience in the case studies has shown that three questions is a reasonable number to use for a 
large group response exercise.  Fewer questions are probably not a cost effective use of the 
exercise and would not take advantage of your investment and the opportunities presented by the 
exercise.  On the other hand, although you could use more than three questions, participants may 
grow tired and distracted by more questions. 
 

Try out your proposed questions in advance on a small test group. 
Did the group members understand the questions?  Can you use the  
types of responses you received? 
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Table 3 - Questions From Three Case Studies 
 
 
CASE STUDY 1 - EVERGLADES PUBLIC WORKSHOPS 
 
Meeting theme: problems and opportunities in the Everglades ecosystem 
 
Exercise questions: 

#1 - “What are the important resources in the South Florida ecosystem?” 
#2 - “What do you think are the problems and opportunities in the ecosystem?” 
#3 - “How will you recognize successful restoration of the ecosystem?” 

 
Who developed the questions?  The multiagency, interdisciplinary study team, and the team’s 
Public Involvement Technical Input Group. 
 
 
CASE STUDY 2 - NATIONAL WATERSHED COALITION CONFERENCE 
 
Meeting theme: tools for watershed planning and management 
 
Exercise questions: 

#1 - “What tools did you find that you think will continue to be useful tools for watershed 
planning and management over the next ten years?” 

#2 - “What tools did you find that you think are no longer useful for watershed planning 
and management over the next ten years?” 

#3 - “What tools did you not find, but you would like to add, or you feel we must add, to 
our watershed planning and management toolbox over the next ten years?” 
 
Who developed the questions?  The Executive Steering Committee, National Watershed 
Coalition. 
 
 
CASE STUDY 3 - WATERSHED ‘96 CONFERENCE 
 
Meeting theme: share and learn from watershed successes and challenges 
 
Exercise questions: 

#1 - “How do you recognize successful watershed management?” 
#2 - “What are the obstacles to using a watershed management approach?” 
#3 - “During the next ten years, what should be done to improve watershed 

management?” 
 
Who developed the questions?  An interagency watershed working group. 
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In most cases, you should prepare the questions well in advance of the exercise.  However, at the 
most recent National Watershed Coalition Conference, participants were polled during the initial  
conference registration about the issues they would like addressed in a large group response 
exercise scheduled for the third day of the meeting.  The conference manager reviewed and used 
the results to develop three exercise questions. 
 
Prepare Response Sheet 
 
During exercise Steps 1 and 2, participants will write and select their responses to the exercise 
questions on a response sheet.  In the three case studies, response sheets were prepared and 
printed before the meeting.  In other cases, it may be just as easy to use blank sheets of notebook 
paper or other types of paper for recording responses. 
 
 
A typical preprinted response sheet is illustrated in the 
box.  It is printed on 8 ½" by 11" paper, has a header 
(usually a title, location and date), and the bulk of the 
page is divided into equally sized and numbered sections.  
The number of sections will equal the number of 
questions to be asked during the exercise.  The size of 
each “answer box” defines the length (and, to some 
extent, the detail) of expected responses.  Only the 
question numbers, and not the question statements, are 
printed on the sheet.  This focuses participants solely on 
the questions as they are presented during the exercise, 
thereby evoking their first (and, therefore, presumably 
their “most important”) impressions. 
 
The response sheet may also include checkboxes or blanks for participants to provide (at their 
option) selected demographic or other relevant information, such as their home zip code or how 
often they use a particular facility.  During later analyses such information can be cross-tabulated 
with responses and can sometimes yield valuable insights.  Exercise care to ensure that any 
information requested does not violate privacy or reporting standards and requirements.  
 
The opposite side of the response sheet may be marked for “other comments”, providing 
additional space to continue answers to the exercise questions as well as other ideas. 
 
Response sheets used during the Everglades public meetings and the National Watershed 
Coalition conference were printed on yellow paper so that they would be readily identifiable by 
participants before the exercise and for easy collection after the exercise. 
 
At the end of each Everglades workshop, take-home response sheets were also distributed so that 
participants could record and reply with additional ideas and comments in the days after the 
meetings.  The take-home sheets were similar to the yellow response sheets used during the 

   Typical Response Sheet 
 

 
 

Macca River Basin Study 
Public Meeting 

Julianville High School 
April 3, 1998 

 
1 
 
 
2 
 
 
3 
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exercise, except that they were printed on green paper, the text of the questions were printed in 
their respective “answer boxes”, and a return address was included on the back of the page.  
Over 300 take-home response sheets were returned within about a month of the final Everglades 
meeting. 
 
 
Prepare Presentation 
 
The moderator will present the exercise with at least a verbal explanation of the process.  The 
explanation should include a brief introduction that tells the audience why the exercise is being 
conducted, how it will be run, and what will be done with the results.  The moderator then leads 
the participants through the exercise, step by step, explaining the decisions and activities at each 
step.  Remarks introducing each exercise question can provide participants with examples and 
guidance about the types and detail of information requested. 
 
In addition to the why, how and what explanations, the moderator’s remarks should also include 
the following instructions to participants: 
 

•  There are no right or wrong answers in responding to the questions (Step 1) and 
choosing “most important” responses (Step 2). 
 

•  Participants may start their wall walk (Step 3) at any wall and proceed in any order. 
 

•  Participants should put up their most important idea for each question, even if someone 
else has already written the same idea or something similar (Step 3).  This is necessary to reveal 
how many different important ideas there are, and how many people think the same thing. 
 
             •  Good penmanship counts.  You’ll be grateful that this point was made if you are part 
of the team that summarizes or later analyzes the exercise results in several hundred different 
handwritings. 
 
Some moderators will need only the text of the questions or a few notes in leading the exercise.  
The Everglades meeting transcript in Appendix A2 provides an example of a case where the 
moderator spoke from minimal notes. 
 
 

The moderator should tell the audience: 
 
Why are we doing this? 
How are we going to do it? 
What will we do with the results? 

  
Other moderators will be more comfortable if they can refer to a complete text during the 
exercise.  Such texts were prepared for the National Watershed Conference (see Appendix B) 
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and Watershed ‘96 (see Appendix C).  The texts for these exercises are useful models if you will 
need to prepare a text for your moderator. 
 
In addition to a text, the presentation may also include visual aids.  Previous exercise 
presentations have used 35mm slides and overhead viewgraphs to illustrate moderators’ 
explanations.  Slides that accompanied the moderators’ remarks used at the  National Watershed 
Conference and the Watershed ‘96 exercises are in Appendices B and C, respectively.   
 
As with any presentation, it is always good practice to rehearse well in advance of the meeting.  
A dry run will build confidence in the moderator and identify any points that should be revised. 
 
Assemble Other Materials and Equipment 
 
In addition to response sheets, other materials and equipment for the large group response 
exercise include: pencils or pens, flip charts, markers, tape, signs, and collection boxes. 
 

•  Pencils or Pens.  During Step 1 and 2, participants will write and prioritize their 
responses to the exercise questions on the response sheet.  If you are conducting the exercise as 
part of a public meeting, you should provide each participant with a pencil or pen for these steps.  
In some cases, such as professional conferences, where you may expect many participants will 
bring their own pencil or pen, you may need to provide fewer. 
 
            •  Flip Charts.  A flip chart consists of a pad of paper fastened to a board which is 
attached to an easel stand.  The paper is usually newsprint quality and measures about 32" by 
27".  The easel stand is typically 70" high, with three or four legs.  During the Step 3 wall walk, 
participants will write their “most important” response to each question on flip chart paper. 
 
You’ll need at least one flip chart for each exercise question, but multiple charts are 
recommended for an efficient wall walk.  A rule of thumb is to have one flip chart for every 100 
participants for each question.  You can place multiple charts against one another to form a 
“wall” of paper.  For example, if you want to ask three questions of 400 people, you should 
obtain twelve flip charts and place them in three sets of four charts, forming a paper “wall” for 
each question. 
 
If flip charts are not available, you can substitute other surfaces for the wall walk.  For example, 
you can create a wall by placing a table on its side atop another table.  Sheets of paper can be 
taped to the tabletop wall.  Or paper can simply be taped to the room wall.  In either case, you 
should tape up several thicknesses of paper to prevent marker ink from bleeding through and 
damaging the wall surface.  You should also check this approach with the owner of the facility.
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Flip Chart Technology Tips: 

• There are a number of different types of flip chart easel stands, each with its own peculiar 
assembly and disassembly procedure.  Best advice – take your time and it will come 
together.  Practice helps. 

• Before the meeting, tear off several short strips of tape and lightly tack them to the side or 
back of each easel stand.  This will save time and confusion during Step 3. 

• Also before the meeting, number each flip chart page you expect to be used with at least 
the question number.  You’ll be thankful for this when you refer to these pages back in 
the office after the meeting. 

 
 
If a very large number of participants are expected, then you may need to consider still other wall 
walk approaches.  This was the case for the Watershed ‘96 exercise, where up to 2,000 
participants had the potential to create enough chart pages to cover over 6,000 square feet of wall 
when displayed.  As a more reasonable alternative, small color-coded self-stick notes and large 
(4' by 8') display boards were used for the Watershed ‘96 wall walk.  See Appendix C for a 
detailed description of this approach. 
 

•  Markers.  Participants will write their “most important” responses on flip chart paper 
with common wide-tipped ink markers.  You’ll need at least one marker for each flip chart.  
Three markers are recommended for each chart to account for markers that dry out during the 
wall walk. If different participant groups use different color markers, you can visibly track the 
views of different interests, but this should be weighed against the benefits of anonymity 
provided by not doing so. 
 

•  Tape.  Flip chart pages that fill up with written responses during the wall walk are torn 
from the chart and taped to a nearby wall.  Common masking tape usually will hold paper 
through the course of a meeting and won’t damage the wall surface if you carefully remove it. 
 
Check with the individual responsible for the meeting room to determine if they permit tape on 
the walls (some don’t), and, if so, will tape actually stick to the wall surface for the duration of 
the exercise (sometimes it won’t).  An alternative to taping paper to walls is to suspend a rope or 
heavy string and tape papers to the line. 
 

•  Signs.  Each “wall” of flip charts should be accompanied by a sign that displays the 
exercise question to be answered on that wall.  Shorthand statements of the questions may be 
effective on signs (see box).  The sign may be as simple as a sheet of flip chart paper with the 
question clearly printed and taped to a wall near the flip charts.  In each of the exercise case 
studies, the question signs were professionally printed on large foam core boards.  Sign lettering 
should be bold and large enough to readily be seen from any place in the meeting room. 
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•  Collection Boxes.  When participants have completed the Step 3 wall walk, you may wish to 
collect their response sheets for later review and analysis.  An empty cardboard box at each flip 
chart wall will serve this purpose. 
 
 

       The questions used at the National Watershed 
   Coalition were shortened on the identifying signs as: 
 

#1 – TOOLS TO KEEP 
#2 – TOOLS TO DROP 
#3 – TOOLS TO ADD 

 
 
Ready to Go 
 
When you’ve lined up the right people, set the schedule, arranged for the site, fine-tuned the 
questions, and gathered all the necessary materials and equipment, you’re ready to conduct your 
large group response exercise.  Hopefully, its still the day before the meeting. 
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3. THE EXERCISE: STEP BY STEP 
 
Introduction 
 
The large group response exercise is conducted over four steps.  This chapter explains the steps, 
including pre-exercise set up and post-exercise clean up activities.  The three case studies 
generally followed these steps.  If you’re interested in an exact account of what occurs, read the 
transcript from one of the Everglades exercises in Appendix A2. 
 
 

Exercise Checklist: 
 

! Set-up 
! Step 1 – questions and responses 
! Step 2 – most important responses 
! Step 3 – wall walk 
! Step 4 – summary, report and discussion 
! Clean up 

 
 
Set-Up 
 
Two set-up tasks are required before you conduct the exercise: set-up of each participant’s 
seating area, and flip chart set-up. 
 
If you are using preprinted response sheets, the sheet and a pen 
or pencil should be distributed to each expected participant’s 
seating area.  During the Everglades workshops these 
materials were placed on the cafeteria tables at each seat.  
During the National Watershed Conference and Watershed ‘96 
the materials were placed on the attendees’ chairs, and it was anticipated that each attendee 
would bring a suitable writing surface (book, pad of paper, etc.). 
 
Set-up also includes assembling and stationing the flip charts for the Step 3 wall walk.  
Assembled charts should be butted together to form wide free-standing display “walls” of paper, 
with one wall dedicated to each exercise question.  You should have one flip chart for every 100 
participants for each question.  In previous exercises, walls were three or four charts (about 7 to 
10 feet) wide.  Place the walls as far apart as possible to reinforce the distinctions among 
questions and minimize circulation congestion during the wall walk. Also make sure that there is 
enough surface area on the room walls around each flip chart wall to hold the number of flip 
charts pages likely to be produced during the wall walk. 
 

Don’t underestimate 
set-up time.  Allow at 
least one hour to set-up. 
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Once the walls are set up, place the markers, tape and collection box at each wall.  If your 
meeting room has a few extra chairs or small tables, you can place one at each wall to hold these 
materials.  Its also always a good idea to put page numbers on the flip chart pages to help keep 
track of the results, and you can do this during the set-up.  Pages can be easily coded by question 
and page number.  For example, use “#1/1" for question #1 page one, “#1/2" for question #1 
page 2, and so forth.  Finally, each question’s sign should also be set-up at its respective wall.  
Signs may be taped to the nearby room wall, or displayed on a separate flip chart or easel.  
During the set-up, its advisable to place, but not display, the signs near their walls.  This will 
help to focus participants on the questions when they are presented later during Step 1 of the 
exercise.  The signs should be revealed as the questions are asked during Step 2. 
 
Don’t underestimate the time you’ll need to complete the set-up.  Most people are not familiar 
with how to assemble a flip chart, and there are many different types of charts with as many 
different assembly methods.  Allow some time for instruction if a number of people are helping 
you set up the charts.  Even the simple task of passing out response sheets should not be 
overlooked.  At Watershed ‘96, for example, four people took just under one hour to place 
response sheets on 2,000 chairs.  Additional time was required at several of the Everglades 
meetings to rearrange tables and chairs and clean table surfaces before the set up could begin.  
Allow enough time to address such circumstances. 
 
When the set-up is complete you may wish to check with the moderator to review the 
presentation and resolve any last minute problems.  You should also meet with each member of 
the support team to ensure that they understand which question they are assigned to and their role 
in each step of the exercise. 
 
Step 1 - Questions and Responses 
 
The large group response exercise may be one of several activities to be conducted during a 
meeting, or the exercise may be the major meeting activity.  Regardless of its role in the overall 
meeting, the moderator should begin the exercise with a brief introduction that tells the audience 
why the exercise is being conducted, how it will be run, and what will be done with the results.  
The moderator should also ask the audience if everyone has a response sheet and a pen or pencil, 
and if anyone needs assistance.  
 
Next, the moderator should present a brief introductory explanation of the first question.  For 
example, in the Everglades exercises the first question was “What are the important resources in 
the South Florida ecosystem?” This question was introduced by the Corps’ Study Manager with 
the following explanation: 
 

“As citizens of the United States, we enjoy a vast amount of natural resources.  We take 
pride in the bald eagle, the Grand Canyon, and the California redwoods.  These are what 
we share as nationally significant resources.  Please think about the important natural 
resources in South Florida, and in the box numbered one on your yellow [response] 



 
 25

sheet, please list what you think are the important resources of the South Florida 
ecosystem.” 

During this introductory explanation, the exercise manager or a member of the support team 
should reveal the question’s sign at its respective wall of paper.  The sign serves as a reminder of 
the question during this step, and will direct people during the Step 3 wall walk. 
 
Once the question is stated, participants are given two to three minutes to silently and 
individually brainstorm ideas, and write their answers to the first question on their response 
sheets.  This question-and-response format should be similarly repeated for the remaining 
questions.  The three case studies each used three questions, and this step was completed in less 
than 20 minutes in each case. 
 
During this and the next step, the exercise manager or a member of the support team may be 
stationed close to the moderator and act as a timekeeper, prompting the moderator when the 
response time is up.  Alternatively, the moderator may keep track of the time.  
 
 
Step 2 - Most Important Responses 
 
When the questions and responses are complete, the moderator provides participants with an 
additional two or three minutes to individually review their responses, and to select and mark - 
by circling or checking - their “most important” response to each question.  For example: 
 
 

“Now that you have thought about important resources, ecosystem problems and 
opportunities, and how you would recognize successful ecosystem restoration, I’d like 
you to take one more look at your answers to the three questions and see what’s really 
important to you.  I’d like each of you to review your answers to each question, and 
circle your most important response to each.  For example, in block number one on your 
response sheet, circle what you believe is the single most important resource in the South 
Florida ecosystem.  In block two, circle what you think is the most important ecosystem 
problem or opportunity.  Finally, in block three, circle the what you think would be the 
most important indication of successful ecosystem restoration.” 

 
Step 2 should be complete in less than five minutes. 
 
 
Step 3 - Wall Walk 
 
The moderator next directs the participants to write their “most important” (circled or checked) 
response to each question on the corresponding flip chart “wall”.  The moderator should explain 
that everyone should write their most important response for each question, even if someone else 
has already written the same idea or something similar, in order to reveal both how many 
different ideas there are, as well as where many people have the same thoughts. 
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The experiences from the case studies and other exercises have demonstrated that, after about 
five minutes, most participants will be up from their chairs and standing at one of the paper 
walls.  People have tended to begin posting their responses at the wall closest to their seat rather 
than at the wall for the first question, which facilitates easy movement throughout the meeting 
room.  At each wall, lines of between three to six people will tend to form in front of each flip 
chart.  When an individual reaches the front of their line, they will write their “most important” 
response, and usually pass their marker to the next person in line.  Upon posting their final 
response, most people are happy to drop their response sheet in the closest collection box.   In 
every past experience, audiences have been very orderly and efficient in conducting this “wall 
walk” process. 
 
At least one member of the support team should be stationed at each of the walls to number and 
remove pages from the flip charts as they are filled, tape filled pages to adjacent room walls, 
assist participants with markers and questions, and otherwise keep participants and the process 
moving.  Each support team member should also read the responses to their assigned question as 
they are being written.  This will give them a feel for themes and conflicts around their question, 
and a head start on developing a summary of the responses.   
 
As the wall walk progresses, participants will usually return to the quickly filling wall displays to 
read the group’s collective ideas about the questions.  As the wall walk progresses the walls are 
gradually covered with responses and results emerge.  The late phase of the wall walk provides 
opportunities for participants to discuss their responses and draw their own conclusions in an 
informal atmosphere.  During the Everglades workshops, this was an especially important aspect 
at two meetings when several highly charged exchanges among participants from urban and 
agricultural areas appeared to be the beginnings of personal understandings among people who 
were traditionally in conflict with one another. 
 
During each of the three case studies, refreshments seemed to improve the atmosphere and 
interaction among participants during the wall walk.  Vending machines were in or nearby most 
of the schools in which the Everglades workshops were conducted.  Coffee and pastries were 
available to participants during the National Watershed Coalition exercise.  At Watershed ‘96 
participants tended to visit the response display boards during coffee breaks and the conference 
lunch period. 
 
When the participants have written their responses on the paper walls, discussions appear to be 
concluding, and the support team has prepared response summaries (see below), the moderator 
should ask participants to return to their seats for a report and discussion of the results.   
 
The wall walk was completed in 15 to 30 minutes during the Everglades workshops, and in about 
an hour at the National Watershed Coalition conference.  In most exercises, the duration of the 
wall walk will be a function of the number of people involved and their desire to interact. 
 
At Watershed ‘96, the wall walk was conducted in a very different manner, and continued over 
almost seven hours during which participants could post their responses at their convenience.  
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See Appendix C for a complete description of how this wall walk was redesigned to meet 
different requirements of this meeting. 
 
 
Step 4 - Summary, Report and Discussion 
 
The final step provides a summary of the group’s answers to the exercise questions.  It begins 
soon after the start of the wall walk when the support team reads the responses as they are being 
written.  Because of their immediate familiarity with the responses, support team members will 
be in the best position to summarize the results for their assigned questions. 
 
Although preparation of a question’s summary can be a one-person effort, its advisable that the 
summary reflect several perspectives from a team effort.  Therefore, near the end of the wall 
walk, the moderator and exercise manager should also visit each paper wall to independently 
develop summaries.  They can then confer with the support staff to quickly summarize what the 
team believes the participants have said.  In discussing the results, the team should consider the 
following: 
 

•  Consensus.  Does there appear to be a consensus among the 
participants’ “most important” responses to each question?  Does one 
response come up over and over and dominate all others?  Or, are there 
two top responses, or three top responses?  What theme or themes seem 
to sum up the responses?  Select several responses as good examples of each theme.  
 

•  No Consensus.  Does it appear there is no set of common responses (top three or top 
four) among the participants’ “most important” responses.  Do most responses seem to be 
unique?  Are there many different themes among the responses?  Select several good examples 
that illustrate the diversity of responses. 
 

•  Responses of Interest.  Some individual responses may be of interest in themselves and 
worth reporting in the summary.  For example, a completely new approach to a problem, an 
especially profound statement, or a particularly humorous or creative idea may deserve to be 
mentioned. 
 
In reviewing the responses, its very important to keep in mind that the exercise is not a voting 
process in which responses are counted and compared.  A count and comparison of numbers of 
responses would be meaningful only if the complete universe of a defined population 
participated in the process (for example: all attendees at a public meeting, or all members of a 
graduating class).  This is not likely to be the case in most situations where the large group 
process is used.  In most cases you should be able to quickly develop a sense of the general 
frequency of responses, but you should not portray this as the results of a vote. 
 
When the team has agreed on the results for each question, you should write a summary that the 
moderator can read to the reassembled participants.  In the three case studies, a list, or “bullet”, 

“The top three 
responses are...” 
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format summary successfully captured the participants’ collective response to each question.  
The summary need not include a large number of points but should cover all the important ones.  
It may be most efficient and effective for one person, such as the exercise manager, to do the 
writing.  As a minimum, each question’s summary could be written on a 3 x 5 card, on a flip 
chart page, or on a sheet of paper.  If you’re using overhead viewgraphs with the presentation, 
you may write the results on a new viewgraph for display during the moderator’s report.  If you 
have computer capabilities at the meeting, you will have a variety of other immediate reporting 
options. 
 
With a summary in hand, the moderator will ask 
participants to return to their seats, and will present the 
results of each question.  The moderator should 
highlight where there appears to be a clear consensus 
among the group’s “most important” responses.  They 
should also indicate where there appears to be no clear consensus on a question, and note that is 
it just as useful and important to understand where there is no agreement as it is to know where 
there is agreement.  In either case, the moderator may wish to physically point to a few example 
responses for each question to support the summary.  Any responses of interest may also be 
presented. 
 
The moderator should also encourage audience discussion and reaction to the summaries.  
Discussion can be stimulated by asking what people think about the results; do they agree or not?  
If not, what do they believe are the group’s main responses?  Does anyone have any additional 
thoughts in response to the questions?  The discussion may verify and reach an audience 
consensus on the team’s summary; or it may identify minority views from participants; or, in 
what should be rare instances, it may lead to a different set of results.  In any case, the discussion 
is a necessary step to participants’ acceptance of the exercise conclusions. 
 
In concluding this step, the moderator should explain what will be done with the exercise results.  
The previous report and discussion may be the expected end, and it may be enough simply to 
make participants aware of the results.  However, other intended uses should be described to give 
participants a sense of usefulness and closure for the exercise. 
 
This final summary, report and discussion step was completed in between 5 and 15 minutes 
during the Everglades exercises.  At the National Watershed Coalition Conference a summary 
was completed in about 30 minutes, and the report and discussion took about 20 minutes.  At 
Watershed ‘96, the summary was developed through discussion and a physical rearrangement 
and grouping of responses that had been written on self-stick notes (see Appendix C).  This 
process was completed in about an hour and a half following the first day of the conference, and 
produced a very effective wall-sized report that many participants visited the following morning.  
The Watershed ‘96 report took about 5 minutes during the next day’s luncheon; discussion was 
invited but there were no comments following the report.  In each of the case studies the 
summaries identified major themes based on the most frequently written responses.  Even at 
meetings where over 200 people participated in the exercise, summaries were relatively easy and 

Have a plan to act on the 
results, and tell people about it. 
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quick to prepare.  In almost every case the closing discussion verified the team’s summary, and 
only minor changes were ever suggested. 
 
 
Clean-Up 
 
After the meeting, clean-up will be just as important as the opening set-up.  Remove paper taped 
to walls (carefully, to avoid harming the wall surface), disassemble flip charts, return tables and 
chairs to their original locations, pick up trash, and otherwise leave the meeting room in a 
suitable condition and reclaim your equipment and materials. 
 
Further analysis and use of the results of your large group response exercise will depend on the 
records you take away from the meeting.  Be sure to collect response sheets, flip chart sheets 
with “most important” responses, and the notes or pages with each question’s summary results.  
Check to make sure that at least the question number is clearly marked on each “most important” 
response sheet and the summaries. 
 
The exercise documentation may be larger than you expect.  For example, the exercise at the 
National Watershed Coalition Conference produced: 
 

•  148 response sheets, developed during Steps 1 and 2.  Other response sheets were 
completed but were not deposited in collection boxes. 
 

•  58 flip chart pages of “most important” responses, developed during Step 3. 
 

•  3 summary pages, developed during Steps 3 and 4.  There was one page for each 
exercise question, summarizing all participants’ “most important” responses. 
 
Be prepared to walk away from the exercise with a substantial stack of papers. 
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4.  USING THE EXERCISE RESULTS 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Your large group response exercise is over - now what?  In some cases, the material developed 
during the meeting may be enough to meet the sponsor’s need.  In other cases you may wish to 
further analyze the results and prepare additional documentation.  Ultimately, the results should 
be put to use.  This chapter discusses how you might use the results from a large group response 
exercise. 
 
 
Analysis 
 
The results from a large group response exercise should provide a rich source of ideas that may 
warrant more detailed study and consideration.  Further analysis can range from simply reading 
the documentation to be fully informed about participants’ ideas, to key word and content 
analyses.   In the cases of the National Watershed Coalition Conference and Watershed ‘96, the 
exercise documentation and brief reports (see Appendixes B and C, respectively) were provided 
to the sponsor for their information, and no additional analyses were conducted. 
 
In contrast, the response sheets from the Everglades workshops were methodically analyzed in 
detail.  First, every participant’s “most important” response to each of the three workshop 
questions was copied directly from the original response sheets into a word-processing data base.  
Next, an ad hoc software program was used to prepare a concordance and a list of words in order 
of their frequency of use.  The frequency list was reviewed and discussed by study team 
members, and, together with the teams’ general sense of the public’s priorities, it provided a 
basis for a list of ten major areas of public concern about Everglades restoration (see Table 5 in 
Appendix A1).  Several sophisticated computer software programs for text analysis are 
commercially available and could provide various types of findings and reports using the large 
group response exercise documentation. 
 
If your exercise response sheet asked participants to provide selected demographic or related 
information, you can tabulate that information with responses and conduct sorts and comparisons 
to reveal correlations or other valuable insights.  For example, responses grouped by zip codes 
may indicate a stronger level of consensus in some locations compared to others. 
 
 
Documentation 
 
You should provide the exercise sponsor with a record of the results.  The record should include 
the material developed during the meeting: original individual response sheets, typed copies of 
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the flip chart pages of “most important” responses developed during Step 3, and typed copies of 
the summary pages developed for Step 4. 
 
The sponsor may also request a separate report of the results.  The report may be a stand alone 
paper or material that is intended to be incorporated into another document.  It should address the 
meeting background, exercise questions, how the exercise was used, the results and any results’ 
analysis.  The individual response sheets and typed “most important” response pages and 
summary pages may be included with the report.  The reports prepared for the three case studies 
are in appendices A1, B and C. 
 
The sponsor may also want to provide a short follow-up page - a “fact sheet” -  to exercise 
participants.  For example, after the Everglades workshops, a summary table of the most 
common responses to questions was prepared to show the range and consistency of responses 
across seven exercises (see Table 4 in Appendix A1).  This summary was sent to all participants 
and other interested parties about one month after the final workshop. 
 
 
Use 
 
The ultimate uses of what comes out of a large group response exercise will depend on the 
sponsor’s intent and desires.  The three case study exercise illustrate different uses of results.  In 
the Corps’ Everglades study, the list of major public concerns developed from the results of 
seven exercises led to the initial reconnaissance set of restoration planning objectives and 
constraints (see Table 9 and 10 in Appendix A1). 
 
The leadership and staff of the National Watershed Coalition reviewed and discussed their 
results in the weeks following the conference exercise.  The Coalition eventually used the results 
in testimony, position papers, presentations and responses to letters. 
 
At Watershed ‘96, the summary of responses was the final exercise product and there was no 
intention of taking the results further.  However, an interest group took the response sheets and 
used them at a later meeting to help develop joint watershed programs among its members. 
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5.  OBSERVATIONS 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Our experience in the three case studies and other meetings has led to many observations about 
the large group response exercise.  A variety of specific conclusions and lessons learned are 
presented in the “Observations” that conclude each of the case study reports.  Many of these 
points are included in the previous chapters.   This chapter provides some more general 
observations, final bits of advice drawn from the collective experience, and a closing request. 
 
 
Time 
 
Full participation by a large group can be completed and the general results are known in 
between about one and two hours.  The Everglades exercises were completed in between 45 and 
70 minutes (see Appendix A1, Table 7), and the National Watershed Coalition exercise was 
completed in about two hours.  At Watershed ‘96, exercise Steps 1 and 2 and instructions for the 
Step 3 wall walk were completed in about 25 minutes; the entire exercise probably could have 
been completed in two hours if Step 3 had been limited to an hour and the Step 4 summary had 
been conducted immediately after the wall walk. 
 
Cost 
 
Exercise costs are probably about the same as the cost of a more traditional public meeting or 
workshop.  Extra costs may be incurred if you rent flip charts or for other material or supplies, or 
if  a large room or other factors are needed for large crowds.  However, there should be little or 
no additional expense for an exercise conducted as an integral part of a meeting or workshop. 
 
A large group response exercise can have considerable savings in costs, as well as time and 
difficulties, over a small group format.  For example, the National Watershed Coalition initially 
considered breaking conference participants into small groups for a “working session” to address 
important issues.  With between 400 to 700 expected attendees, the conference planners quickly 
recognized that between 20 and 35 “small groups” of 20 people each would be needed.  This 
would also require between 20 and 35 meeting break-out rooms, group facilitators and recorders, 
and sets of equipment (flip charts, markers, etc.).  Furthermore, the small group reports to the full 
conference would take between 1 hour 40 minutes and 2 hours 55 minutes if each group took 
only 5 minutes to present its findings.  In situations like this, the monetary and cost expenses and 
related logistical difficulties of using a small group format can be overwhelming, and the large 
group approach may be more cost effective. 
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Participation 
 
One gauge of peoples’ participation in a large group response exercise is the number of collected 
response sheets compared to the total number of people in attendance.  Using this indicator, 
participation rates were highest at the Everglades exercises, which were conducted in a public 
meeting setting.  Of the estimated 1,280 people who attended the seven Everglades workshops, 
at least 67% participated in an exercise (see Appendix A1, Table 8).  This relatively high 
participation rate was probably attributable to the high level of interest in the subject of the 
meetings, as well as the clearly stated intent to use the exercise results in making decisions about 
study objectives and constraints.  In addition, about fives time as many people participated in the 
exercise as spoke from the podium during the public statement part of each workshop. Although 
there may have been more speakers in the absence of the exercise, the results show a dramatic 
difference in active participation by using the large group approach over a more traditional 
hearing-type approach. 
 
 

At the Everglades public workshops: 
67% of attendees participated in the exercise, 
13% of attendees made public statements. 

 
 
Participation was lower in the two conference-setting case studies.  About 50% of the National 
Watershed Coalition conference attendees participated in their exercise.  The much lower rate of 
about 20% at Watershed ‘96 was most likely the result of a number of factors, including: a 
somewhat hidden wall walk area, a dissipation of exercise momentum by staging the wall walk 
over seven hours, and the intent to demonstrate the exercise process rather than develop 
information for further use.  Participation may have been greater if the wall walk display boards 
had been located near the coffee break stations, which were in the exhibition hall adjacent to the 
plenary session hall at some distance from the wall walk site.  The neighboring locations of food 
and display boards at the previous National Watershed Coalition Conference seemed to support 
and enhance participation in the wall walk at that meeting. 
 
Like all public involvement techniques, participation in the large group response technique is 
voluntary.  During the Everglades exercises, the study team observed that between about one-
quarter and one-third of the attendees did not choose to complete a work sheet or write on the 
flip charts.  Also, a limited number of individuals did not appear to complete a work sheet but 
wrote responses on the flip charts; or completed a work sheet but did not display their answers 
on the flip charts; or only participated in the summary discussion or final public comment part of 
the workshop.  The voluntary nature of the exercise accommodated this behavior without penalty 
to the participants. 
 
Advice 
 

THINK IT THROUGH! 
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Think through the exercise.  What is it you want to get from the participants?  Communicate 
what you expect.  There is no substitute for a well-planned meeting that is understood by your 
audience and your supporting team. 
 
In spite of all your planning, anticipate changes and be prepared to improvise.  The Step 4 -
summary, report and discussion was made up during the first Everglades public workshop.  The 
exercise moderators changed the day before the National Watershed Coalition conference 
exercise.  At Watershed ‘96, cloth display boards had to be covered with paper that would hold 
the self-stick notes minutes before the exercise began. 
 
Use good questions.   Thought provoking questions are the heart of the large group response 
exercise.  The needs of the exercise sponsor should drive the questions.  Once the questions are 
drafted, test them on a sample audience to see how they work. 
 
Select a good moderator.  The moderator should represent the exercise sponsor and have a stake 
in the results.  Rehearse the exercise with the moderator.  Identify a backup moderator. 
 
Follow through on the exercise results.  The sponsor made an investment in conducting the 
exercise.  Participants will have expectations about what will be done with the results.  Act on 
what was learned. 
 
A Request... 
 
The large group response exercise was built on the strengths of other group processes.  It 
changes, and improves, with each use.  If you have the opportunity to conduct an exercise, we’d 
like to hear from you about what worked, what didn’t work, and what you changed to make it 
work better.  We’re available to provide advice before an exercise, and would appreciate hearing 
your lessons learned after an exercise.  Please contact us at: 
 
Kenneth D. Orth    Carol A. Sanders 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
Institute for Water Resources   Headquarters, Office of Public Affairs 
Casey Building    Casimer Pulaski Building 
7701 Telegraph Road    20 Massachusetts Avenue, N.W. 
Alexandria, VA  22315-3868   Washington, DC  20314-1000 
Telephone:  703-428-6054   Telephone:  202-761-1803 
Fax:  703-428-8171    Fax:  202-761-1803 
e-mail:  kenneth.d.orth@usace.army.mil e-mail:  carol.a.sanders@usace.army.mil 
 

 
Thanks. 
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